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 The root of the English word brutalism is brutal; an adjective signifying savage, crude, 

coarse, or harsh. The title for the Brutalism movement, however derives from the French béton 

brut, which translates into raw concrete. This difference in title is significant in describing the 

movement as heavily functionalist rather than aesthetic in its purpose. It is intrinsic rather than 

rooted in surface qualities. The pivotal figures in the Brutalist movement differ in the specifics of 

their theories but overlap in their emphasis on the physical object and the “image” that the 

object creates. In Reyner Banham’s opinion, Brutalism in architecture exemplifies an 

unobtrusive logic and functionality, which creates an important image for its viewer. According 

to the Smithsons, Brutalism is concerned less with the image and more with the materials and 

architecture as a sincere reflection of themselves and of society. In either case an aesthetic 

avoidance is employed which results in a more rational structure and a more impactful image for 

the viewer.   

 Before the ideologies and logistics are discussed it is important to understand the context 

in which Brutalist architecture exists. In Reyner Banham’s article entitled, “The New Brutalism”, he 

presents The New Brutalism (which does not differ from Brutalism in contemporary terms) as an 

evolutionary tale and claims it to be part of the Modern Movement. It is a movement in which 

the work produced has consistent principles throughout. It is also one in which the artists adopt 

the Brutalism banner regardless of the differences in their products.1 In this sense, it is a theory 

based on certain principles of which the creators are aware but also one that allows for some 

diversion from strict theory based logic. The Brutalist creator does not blindly confine themselves 

the guidelines of the movement. He proposes that the placement of the word “new” in front of 

Brutalism forces the movement into the context of previous architectural happenings. It is  

____________________________ 

1. Reyner Banham, “The New Brutalism,” Architectural Review (1955): 19.  
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undeniable that the addition of this time-based word implies an existing prior architecture and 

presents this “new”-architecture as a deviation. This states that the New Brutalism must be 

viewed in terms of recent architectural history, particularly the specific “isms” that encompass the 

Modern Movement.2 It is important to note Banham’s interpretation of the progression of the 

movement’s title. “It was, in the beginning, a term of Communist abuse, and it was intended to 

signify the normal vocabulary of Modern Architecture—flat roofs, glass, exposed structure—

considered as morally reprehensible deviations from ‘The New Humanism.’3 He claims this New 

Humanism in architecture had only stylistic substance. As the antithesis of Brutalism it signified 

the mid-nineteenth century structures of brick with segmental arches, pitched roofs and or small 

windows.4 The disparity between the William Morris inspired anti-industrial aesthetic and The 

New Brutalism is underlined here. 

 Banham describes the Hunstanton school in Norfolk, England as not only the first 

structure built that could be classified as Brutalist but also a manifesto of sorts for the entire 

movement. He dissects the structural elements of the building quite simply by starting with the 

plan that has true bi-axial symmetry.  There is an obsessive “emphasis on basic structure” and 

truth in revealing material.5 Every aspect of Hunstanton down to its drainage system is 

structurally and materially honest, conceding with the Modern Movement’s requirements. The 

author divides the qualities of a brutalist object into three categories including formal legibility of 

plan, clear exhibition of structure and valuation of materials for their inherent qualities 

____________________________ 

2. Reyner Banham, “The New Brutalism,” Architectural Review (1955): 19.  

3. Ibid., 20. 

4. Ibid. 

5. Ibid., 22.  
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 “as found”.6 Once these three qualifications are understood, the formal elements of any building 

can be assessed according to these criteria. It is the viewer’s reception of these formal elements 

combined that contributes to the “image” of the building in their own mind. It is this image that 

is eminent for the theorists discussed in this text.  

In a manner similar to Banham’s dissection of Hunstanton, the Boston City Hall by 

Kallmann McKinnell & Knowles with Campbell, Aldrich & Nulty will be broken down in terms 

of its formal elements and their compliance with his three criteria. Formal legibility of plan is 

quite clearly visible for the ground floor. It is centrally planned with a brick-faced base. The 

intermediate and upper level in plan are not completely legible upon viewing the outside because 

they are not perfectly rectangular like the base. The structure has been criticized for its maze-like 

plan7, which classifies the building as not totally adherent to Banham’s plan requirement.  In 

terms of structure the intermediate and upper stories, although less simple in rectangular shape, 

are visually extended. The size of the building is unapologetically monumental which is justified 

for its municipal purpose. The image of the building amongst its surroundings adjacent to 

Congress Street commands attention. The hierarchy of the levels is represented in their 

respective uses. The ground level serves a large open plaza leading into the entrance. It is more 

egalitarian in nature with its open air structure that is accessible from street level. The base of the 

____________________________ 

6. Reyner Banham, “The New Brutalism,” Architectural Review (1955): 23.  

7. Leon Neyfakh, “How Boston City Hall Was Born”, Boston Globe,  
https://www.bostonglobe.com/ideas/2012/02/12/how-boston-city-hall-was-
born/DtfspyXVbKBIKi8iSXHX6J/story.html (accessed May 17 2016). 

 
8. Andrew Kroll, "AD Classics: Boston City Hall / Kallmann, Mckinnell, & Knowles",  

ArchDaily, http://www.archdaily.com/117442/ad-classics-boston-city-hall-kallmann-mckinnell-
knowles (accessed May 17, 2016). 
 



 5 

building consists of four levels that house the publicly accessible departments of city government. 

The intermediate level houses public officials. The upper stories contain the office spaces of civil 

servants (such as the Mayor) that are not accessible to the public.8 This tripartite division is visible 

from the façade that tapers out to a cantilevered structure. Both the intermediate and upper 

levels are highly regular with repetitive concrete fins that appear to add visual stability to the 

structure. The highest level is topped with an unornamented triglyph that highlights the 

importance of the work that occurs on the uppermost level. The façade is significantly less 

smooth than that of Hunstanton, yet it cannot be said that it does not adhere to the clear 

structural exhibition requirement. The concrete protrusions, “…are meant to be the ways in 

which the public can visually become part of the day to day activities within the mayor’s office.”9 

There is room for interpretation in regards to his final criteria, which is valuation of materials for 

their inherent qualities “as found”. This analysis of the Boston City Hall is made with the 

supposition that “found” material means something undisguised, economical and or made of a 

material non-traditional to art. With these parameters, the exposed brick and béton brut utilized 

here are “found” in their inherent qualities. A similar definition of the word “found” could be 

extracted from the concept of the found object in fine art. Found objects gain their identity as 

something more than a mundane object when selected by the artist. The artist, when using these 

objects, considers the familiarity of the public to the object and the connotations associated with 

it in use. The time period and social context in which this selection is made is also crucial to the 

process. With this in mind the use of raw concrete can be examined in its familiar industrial 

utilization for road paving. Perhaps the architects and public alike in the 1960’s were so  

____________________________ 

9. Andrew Kroll, "AD Classics: Boston City Hall / Kallmann, Mckinnell, & Knowles",  
ArchDaily, http://www.archdaily.com/117442/ad-classics-boston-city-hall-kallmann-mckinnell-
knowles (accessed May 17, 2016). 
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conditioned to viewing structures of steel, iron and glass, that the decision to construct with raw 

concrete was more conscious and conceptual than it appears today. Concrete is a solid and 

economical choice for creating a building. Its use in paving roads for automobiles and runways 

for airplanes suggests it as a functional means for connecting people. The parallel exists between 

concrete as a material for construction of transportation means and the resulting structure as a 

means of connecting humans. The same conclusion that affirms materials that are “found” in 

their inherent qualities could not be made if the Boston City Hall was constructed of a material 

such as marble. It is through the legibility of plan, clear exhibition of structure in relation to 

function and the use of material that the “unobtrusive logic” for which Banham advocates is 

clear. This logic is employed in design and thus visible in the built structure. Logic is the source 

that creates the lasting image of this architecture in one’s mind; one that is monumental, perhaps 

imposing and austere, but structurally truthful nonetheless.  

 The “image” for Banham by definition is something that is visually valuable but not 

necessarily pleasing by classic aesthetic standards.10 The image is a mental construct that is 

reliant on both what is before the viewer’s eyes and how the viewer reacts to it. This concept 

requires that the building be an immediately understandable visual object and that the form 

should be entirely correct for the function and materials of the building.11 In the case of Brutalist 

architecture, Banham states that the resulting image is often anti-art or anti-beauty in the 

traditional sense of the word. For the Boston City Hall the fulfillment of these requirements can 

be debated. Given the scale and location of the structure, it can be easily deduced that it is a 

____________________________ 

10. Reyner Banham, “The New Brutalism,” Architectural Review (1955): 25.  

11. Ibid. 
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municipal structure. Although without entering the building, the function is not completely 

apparent. The varied levels are representative of a hierarchy of use and the materials are truthful 

in their employment in the structure and façade. As a visual object, the Boston City Hall is at 

least fathomable from outside view, if not immediately understandable. Banham’s disdain for 

conceptual architecture, meaning that which is designed but never built, exists simultaneously 

with his insistence on the idea of the image. Both are essentially two dimensional mental 

constructs but he discounts purely conceptual works that are not ever built. This is in the spirit of 

architecture and function coexisting as inseparable schemes. Although abstract, the concept of 

the image is as crucial for Banham as the actual function of the structure. By this token Brutalism 

cannot be confined by definition to a purely functionalist movement.  

 The Smithsons are an architectural duo who are credited with the design of the first 

Brutalist structure. They share similar ideals with Banham in relation to recognizing the timeline 

of the movement. Their “Conversation on Brutalism”, published in Zodiac Magazine in 1959, 

discusses the Brutalist break with previous masters in their feeling of responsibility. It is no longer 

the job of the architect to simply design structures that only comply with the elements of design. 

With this movement comes a responsibility to urban planning. Banham described the movement 

as a break from the purely stylistic concerns of previous ones towards more functional aim and 

the Smithsons are making a similar claim. Peter Smithson states, “Now we regard ourselves as 

functional, and therefore there is not only space in the town, but that space must signify what is 

going on, its function, and one of the things that we have to face in the twentieth century is that  

___________________________ 
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the space in towns has to indicate that it is a net of communication.”12 This statement is 

fundamentally functionalist and also compliant with the ideas employed in the Boston City Hall’s 

design. As mentioned earlier in the paper, this applies to both the accessible first floor and the 

concrete protrusions on the upper levels, which are meant to visually connect the public to the 

interior happenings of the structure. The Smithson’s are recognizing the direction of society 

towards a more technology based and subsequently connected one. This is pervading 

architectural theory in the sense that it is no longer relevant to have a “series of self-contained 

communities”13 within a city. The buildings need to exist individually and as a whole series of 

buildings considering function, scale and spacing. Smithson states their intention to express what 

is occurring at the time and that a building that denies that is the opposite of Brutalism. The 

concern with designing a series of buildings to function as a whole is respectable for its 

community-centric ideals but unfeasible in many situations. Realistically, the Boston City Hall 

could not have been considered in the context of surrounding buildings, unless the architects 

were commissioned to design the entire area. Here the architectural motivations are made clear 

and the resulting image is effective against its surroundings.  

The Smithsons emphasis on materials is not concerned in the “found” nature of them but 

rather with the “propertiness” of the material. It is a concept that is somewhat Aristotelian in his 

ideas of matter and form. For example, with glass the glass would be the material substance.  

____________________________ 

12. Alison Smithson, Peter Smithson, Jane B. Drew and E. Maxwell Fry, “Conversation on 
Brutalism,” Zodiac (1959): 42.  

 

13. Ibid. 
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The matter is the glass and the form is the arrangement of the glass. The “propertiness” would 

be the qualities associated with the glass or as Smithson would put it, the “glassiness of glass”. 

This idea of seeing materials for what they are contains an innate truthfulness that parallels that 

of building to reflect the society in which one lives. Both of these principles can be applied 

effectively to Trellick Tower in London. It is a concrete housing development constructed in 

1973 by Ernö Goldfinger. From the outside the two towers which are connected by a small 

service tower clearly communicate its function as a dwelling complex. The repeated horizontal 

façade windows perform the same function as well as light the interior. The tower is extremely 

high at 31 stories, which is economical in housing many people in an urban setting that sees more 

growth than departure. The Smithsons likely would have appreciated the structural 

communication between the two vertical towers connected by a horizontal one. It is likely that 

they would also appreciate the communication between the structure and viewer in London, one 

who understood its context. The “propertiness” of concrete could be found in its strength, 

weight, texture, temperature to the touch, natural color, connotations, durability, and previous 

uses, amongst other things. The concrete façade is unapologetically concrete in color, texture and 

structural use. Concrete is recognized for its strength and rigidity so that, in this structure, the 

strong repetitive horizontal lines created in concrete are emphasized. The structural and 

functional truths in this building are purposefully made apparent by Goldfinger.  

 The final point that both writings address consciously is that of theory. The Smithsons 

conclude with this topic, claiming that a theory has to evolve. Peter Smithson recognizes that 

there is much speculation about the meanings behind Brutalist works and states, “A modern 

architect does not think of a theory then build it; you assemble your buildings and your theories  

____________________________ 
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as you go along.”14 This is a much more organic process than history has seen. Since ancient 

times respected scholars have been proposing theories that architects were expected to follow 

strictly. The symbiotic relationship between the creation of buildings and theories is a more 

intuitive process. Banham shares a similar view that Brutalism is not the product of a theory. 

There was, “…no particular unity of program or intention, but there was a certain community of 

interests…”15, states Banham on the early works of Brutalism. Again, it is a more organic design 

process and progression of the movement than ever seen before. In this sense, it truly does appear 

to be the deviation in the architectural timeline that Banham claims it to be. Architecture that 

does not rely on theory relies on something more structurally detectable and, upon first glance, 

more visually rousing.  

 Banham’s idea of the “image” that derives from subdued logic and functionality in 

architecture parallels but does not converge with the Smithson’s goal in sincerely reflecting the 

society through logic and functionality of a building. The Smithsons fear of “spiritual 

obsolescence”16 is proposed to be solved by having a contemporary sense of connectivity within a 

city. The theories overlap in their evasion of aesthetic considerations and emphasis on structural 

truth to communicate function. The chronological nature of Brutalism is denied by Banham 

directly and the Smithsons indirectly in argument for a divergent movement in time. Theory is 

placed next to or even behind the design process and is recognized as in a constant state of flux.  

____________________________ 

14. Alison Smithson, Peter Smithson, Jane B. Drew and E. Maxwell Fry, “Conversation on                                 
Brutalism”, Zodiac (1959): 46. 

15. Reyner Banham, “The New Brutalism,” Architectural Review (1955): 22.  
16. Alison Smithson, Peter Smithson, Jane B. Drew and E. Maxwell Fry, “Conversation on 

Brutalism,” Zodiac (1959): 45.  
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It is these ideas employed in architecture that result in a more truthful structure and a more 

powerful, brutal image for the viewer.   
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Figure 1. Alison and Peter Smithson, Hunstanton, Norfolk, RIBA Library 
Photographs Collection 
 

Figure 2. Kallmann, McKinnel & Knowles and Campbell, Aldrich & 
Nulty, Boston City Hall, Boston 
 Boston City Hall, Boston,  
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Figure 3. Kallmann, McKinnel & Knowles and Campbell, Aldrich & 
Nulty, Boston City Hall Plan of Three Floors, Boston, Courtesy of 
Historic New England  

 

Figure 4. Ernö Goldfinger, Trellick Tower, London, Conway 
Collections   
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